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Femininity and Chastity 

What is femininity and how does it relate to consecrated chastity? The answer to this 
difficult question must be situated in the two thousand year historical struggle of philosophers 
and theologians to understand three kinds of identity: personal identity, human identity, and 
engendered identity. I apologize in advance for my presentation which will try to survey this 
historical range of two millennium in fifteen minutes and lead up to my own four sentence 
proposals as well! Please take a deep breath and join me in this great adventure! [As the 
presentation progresses I will put up overhead summaries to help guide us along. They will have 
more information than I will give in this initial presentation, but which could be considered 
during the discussions if you would like to.] 

For Christian philosophers identity always involves relation of some kind. Personal 
identity involves relation to God, human identity involves relation with other forms of life, and 
sex and gender identity involves relations between women and men. To develop these three 
kinds of identity a little further, we could say that personal identity includes reference to being 
created in the image of God as unique and unrepeatable person, with intellect and will and 
capacities for self-consciousness, choice, and action; human identity refers to being a member 
of the species of rational animal, with a soul and body which has consciousness, sensation, 
reproductive and locomotive powers. Sex and gender identity include male and female 
differentiation, feminine and masculine characteristics, and particular engendered acts of men 
and women. 

Since our topic is the relation of femininity to chastity, it is important to note that what 


it means to be feminine or masculine has some relevance to all three levels of identity: personal, 
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human, and engendered. Thus a feminine expression of the vocation to consecrated celibacy- 
which is a personal call from God and an abundant gift of grace to a particular woman- will also 
have relevance to all three kinds of identity. 

Our attempt to consider how femininity relates to consecrated chastity will draw upon the 
work of three great Christian philosophers: Hildegard of Bingen, Blessed Edith Stein, and Pope 
John Paul II. All three of these philosophers consider femininity within the total Christian 


mystery of Creation, Fall, and Redemption.' 


I 

Hildegard of Bingen, a Benedictine Abbess who lived between 1098 and 1179 described 
femininity in the context of engendered human identity. She considered its particular relation to 
the elemental structure of the female body, and she explored its effects in human character as 
it manifested itself both in sacramental marriage and in consecrated celibacy.” 

For Hildegard the human person is a unity of soul and body.’ In Hildegard’s theory there 
is an equal dignity of all human beings- as a soul-body unity- which begins at their creation and 
is completed at their resurrection.* The union of soul and body also has different consequences 
for women and men because their embodied nature is sexually differentiated as female and as 
male. Hildegard explored the grounds for this difference, by drawing upon a medieval science 
of elements and humours. 

It is here that her theory becomes somewhat controversial as she charted the intricate 
relations between the character traits, muscular structure, blood type, skin colour, biological 


fertility and character.° We could say today that what Hildegard was trying to do was right, that 
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is, analyzing women and men by considering the intricate relation between soul, mind, and 
body, but that the details of her analysis were limited by her dependence on a primitive, and 
at times inaccurate, medieval science. 

Authentic femininity was associated with a balanced personality, while its extreme form 
of effeminateness was associated with weakness. She described a feminine quality as working 
in a man like air moderates fire, it created a sensible understanding. It also supports a capacity 
for friendship between a man and a woman, who are able to look at one other straight in the eye 
rather than with arrow-like glances that possess or dominate. Authentic masculinity was also 
associated with balance and moderation, efficiency, and exactness, while its extreme form tended 
towards violence in human interactions. 

Hildegard thought that each woman and each man had some portion of both masculine 
and feminine qualities. The ideal type of person had an authentic balance of the quality of the 
opposite sex. In addition, she suggested that women and men were ‘the work of each other.” 
Hildegard studied the effects of femininity and masculinity in both chaste and unchaste relations, 
and she concluded that the same balanced nature made a person both a good celibate and a good 


married person. 


st 
Blessed Edith Stein, was born into a Jewish family in 1892. She became a Carmelite 
nun, Sister Teresa Benedicta of the Cross, and her life as taken in Auschwitz concentration camp 
in 1942. Before her entrance into the Carmel of Cologne, in Germany, Blessed Edith lectured 


widely about masculine and feminine identity while she teaching in a Dominican College for 
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Girls. She had immersed herself in the study of St. Thomas Aquinas to complement her doctoral 
study on the nature of empathy according to the phenomenological method of Edmund Husserl. 

Phenomenology reflects on the contents of consciousness to reach a philosophical intuition 
about the essence of something. Blessed Edith Stein was the first philosopher to use this method 
to try to grasp essential aspects of woman’s identity by reflecting on woman experience of 
herself. In her lectures on women, she developed an extensive philosophy of gender and its 
relation to Christian vocation by posing numerous questions about how female and male 
engendered identity is experienced differently by men and women in their conscious lives.” 

Blessed Edith Stein particularly emphasized sex and gender differentiation in the 
experience of human consciousness in both its fallen and its redeemed states. Like Hildegard, 
she emphasized that human identity was a lived-body-soul- unity; and she elaborated in detail 
the different complex structures of a woman and of a man which flowed from having this unified 
soul body identity.* While both were persons of equal dignity as being created in the image of 
God, each gender had a more natural relation to certain characteristics because of a particular 
embodied nature. Woman had a natural access to a feminine identity because of her embodiment 
as female, while man had a natural access to a masculine identity because of his embodiment 
as male. 

Edith Stein drew out further implications of complement masculine and feminine 
characteristics in ways that some critics suggest may be too stereotyped. While the contemporary 
reader may sometimes disagree with particular details of her conclusions, it must be 
acknowledged that what Blessed Edith was trying to do was extremely important for the history 


of Catholic philosophy. She delved deeply into the delicate area of how the female body affects 
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women’s consciousness and how the male body effects a man’s consciousness, at the same time 
she also opened up the whole question of divine call of a man or a woman to a particular 
vocation. Thus her probing of the implications of being engendered reached from the depths of 
our bio-chemical somatic structure to the heights of our personal and intimate relation with God 
who knew us before we were ever conceived. 

Let us briefly consider a few of her conclusions here. Blessed Edith thought that a 
woman tends by nature to receive values in the world inwardly through her emotions, is strongly 
affected by the lived experience of her body, judges intellectually the value of a thing or a 
person as a whole, and thus uses her will to make personal and holistic choices. This feminine 
ethos, as she calls it, "embraces what is living, personal, and whole."? A man, in contrast, 
tends by nature to receive values in the world more through his intellect, is not very affected by 
the lived experience of his body, judges the value of things or persons in the world in a 
compartmentalized way, and uses his will to make more specialized choices.!° The corporeal 
structure of the female body naturally orients a woman towards a maternal kind of support for 
the growth of new life first within the self and then outside of the self; while the corporeal 
structure of the male body naturally orients a man towards a paternal manner of reproducing by 
detachment from self. 

Stein argues that even though the female body has a natural access to femininity and the 
male body has a natural access to masculinity, that women have a duty to become educated in 
masculine values and men have a duty to become educated in feminine values. Blessed Edith 
Suggests that Jesus Christ perfectly developed his natural masculine and learned feminine 


characteristics."' She also notes with approval the strongly developed feminine qualities in male 
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saints and the strongly developed masculine qualities in female saints. Conversely, a woman who 
neglects to develop her natural feminine identity or a man who neglects to develop his natural 
masculine identity is unlikely to develop a mature spiritual identity. 

The redemptive mission of women is situated in Stein’s thought in the context of a vivid 
portrayal of fallen human nature, and the particular tendencies of a fallen feminine nature which 
tends towards Possession, greed, extreme curiosity, and slavish dependence, rather than towards 
healthy spousal and maternal concern for the value of the whole person, and the "right 
development of the beings surrounding her."'? Women are also called to engage in redemptive 
work in a world shaped as well by a fallen masculine nature which tends towards domination 
over others, enslavement to work, too much abstraction, and atrophy of humanity instead of 
mature paternal detachment, dedication, objectivity, and specialization. Thus she concludes that 
the ethos of woman has the potential to transform a world permeated with masculine professions 
by bringing a feminine orientation towards the persons in it. 

The vow of chastity adds a further dimension to the discovery and development of a 
woman’s feminine vocation. Blessed Edith reflects often on the call to a vocation of virginity 
as offering “the most intimate, personal communion with the Saviour, the development of all 
faculties in His service, and spiritual maternity- i.e., the winning of souls and their formation 
for God."'* She suggests that a woman’s deepest feminine longing is to give herself in love to 
another.'* When God elicits this gift from a woman in the call to a life of consecrated celibacy, 
if a woman responds to this call with the total gift of herself, then her deepest longing may be 


fulfilled.'® 
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For Stein, the fact that God calls a person to a particular vocation is a sign that the soul 
itself has a unique identity as a woman’s soul or a man’s soul from all eternity. This means that 
the body is not the only source of differentiation of man and woman. The radical Significance 
of God’s foreknowledge of Mary’s place in world history is highlighted as the woman from all 
time destined to be the person chosen by God for the miracle of the Incarnation."” In a similar 
way, each woman’s soul has been known by God in its gender identity from the beginning of 
time. 

The fulfilment of woman’s feminine identity through a spousal gift of self in a call to 
consecrated chastity may be completed through her spiritual maternity which will try to 
safeguard and foster the new life which is given to her by this union of One Spirit with Jesus 
Christ. Mary at Cana is invoked as the prototype of the spiritually fertile woman, who surveys 
everything, discovers what is lacking, and finds the ways and means to procure the remedy. 


Spiritual maternity demands woman’s ingenuity in many and varied ways. 


Ii 
John Paul I has written extensively on femininity and masculinity from the perspective 
of phenomenology, personalist philosophy, and a spirituality with Marian and Carmelite 
foundations."* He opens up the ethical and personal range of human acts in his writings which 
consider the respective responsibilitie of women and men, the call of everyone to become acting 
persons, building communities of persons by intersubjective participation based on a love for the 


common good of all women, men, and children. 
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The Pope says that women and men are two ways of being a person as a lived soul-body 
unity. The bodily somatic, emotive and psychic aspects of human consciousness, as well as the 
intellectual and volitional aspects of human identity are integrated into masculine and feminine 
ways of being persons. An acting person achieves personal integration and mature participation 
in community through authentic living of what he calls the ‘personalistic commandment’ to 
always treat another person as a someone worthy of love. Therefore, women and men love 
authentically in some similar and other different ways.'? He concludes that men and women 
become authentic persons in complementary ways.”° 
In contrast to Hildegard and Blessed Edith Stein, John Paul II tends to limit the use of 
‘feminine’ to just women’s way of being a person and ‘masculine’ to just men’s way of being 
a person.” Many of the particular characteristics identified as feminine (e.g. the effect of 
stirring emotions on the psyche and balance of character) or masculine (tendency towards 
abstraction and strength) by the two previous Christian philosophers would be considered simply 
as human or personal characteristics by the Pope. However, he believes that some feminine 
characteristics are associated with women in the same two specific ways we noted in Blessed 
Edith Stein: first, in woman’s way of receiving new life, and second, in woman’s way of 
fostering the growth and development of new life in the self and in others. In fact, his recent 
development of a theory of the genius of woman is built upon these two natural feminine 
characteristics.” 
Mary, the Mother of God, provides the prime model for both the spousal and the 
maternal forms of femininity. As John Paul summarizes it, Mary "signifies the fullness of the 


perfection of ‘what is characteristic of woman,’ of ‘what is feminine."” In his Apostolic Letter 
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on Women, we read that"...Mary exercises her free will and thus fully shares with her personal 
and feminine "I" in the event of the Incarnation." Note that it is Mary’s action, her way of 
doing something that is feminine here. Her intellect and will are given over to God, in a free, 
total, act of self-gift, during which Mary first conceives in her mind, and then in her body the 
Word made flesh.”* Mary’s motherhood is personal before it is biological. 

Mary is also the first person to respond to the call to consecrated virginity; hers is a 
feminine response to the gift-presence of Jesus Christ, Eternal Word made man.”° Our call as 
consecrated religious is to follow in Mary’s footsteps by responding to the love of God with the 
gift of our own love.”” Women living the consecrated vow of chastity provide a prime model 
for the spousal dimension of religious vocation, and Jophn Paul II in Muleris Dignitatem, that 
men religious and priests live this spousal bond analogously.” 

In the second aspect of femininity, its maternal form, Mary, as the woman referred to 
in Revelations 12:4, stands before the serpent who wishes to devour her child, and she protects 
and fosters the development of the new life which has — entrusted to her.” Here we 
discover woman’s special destiny to do battle with evil. John Paul II emphasizes that God 
entrusts human beings to omen in a special way - “precisely by reason of their femininity-" 
and that this entrusting determines women’s vocation in a particular way.°° Women work to 
bring to fulfilment the life that is given to another. Women’s way of accomplishing this mission 
in union with Jesus Christ releases various forms of women’s genius.?! 

It is important to note that femininity is thought of as something, that although present 
at our creation, whose value and meaning is more fully discovered later in life. Thus femininity 


is not completely given in the body or in the soul, but it is ultimately revealed through acts and 
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relationship. The Pope often says that the value of femininity must be found, discovered, and 
realized. It depends upon how fully a woman can open up the depths of her being to another 
person and to the Divine Persons. It is here that the mysterious fruitfulness of ascetical practice 
of the vow of chastity begins to flourish with its infusion of the grace which opens the depths 
of a woman’s heart to the lived mystery of dying and rising with Christ. John Paul II concludes 
his reflections on the Dignity and Vocation of Women by reminding us that: "In the Spirit of 
Christ... women can discover the entire meaning of their femininity and thus be disposed to 
making a ‘sincere gift of self’ to others, thereby finding themselves." 

For Pope John Paul II we become fulfilled as persons by our acts. This is how we find 
ourselves, by exercising our intellect and will, in mature acts of self-gift to others to build up 
the common good. Thus you become a person when you act personally, and you become 
feminine when you act like a woman. This call to fulfilment as a woman is a great adventure 
‘of the spiritual life. In this way, John Paul II emphasizes that the true meaning of femininity is 
not something passive, but rather found in the highest form of action. It is woman’s way of 


acting in the world through a sincere gift of self for others. 


IV 
We can now return to the promise I made at the beginning of this presentation- to make 
a four sentence proposal about femininity and chastity, drawing upon the work of the three 
giants who have proceeded us. What have we learned from Hildegard, Blessed Edith, and Pope 


John Paul II? What can we take away for our own personal use? 
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1) From Hildegard we learned that there is an identity which is deeper than our bio- 
chemical identity but which depends upon it for its expression; and we must never separate any 
constitution of the self from the Word made flesh in each of us. 

2) From Blessed Edith Stein we learned that there is a supremacy of the Spirit in our 
unique personal identity which is suffused with a relation with God before we were even created 
as a bio-chemical female human being; and we must pay attention to this spiritual identity and 
its image and likeness to God. 

3) From Pope John Paul II we learned that identity resides in becoming an acting person, 
in woman’s doing something in a particular way and in being fulfilled in act; and thus, as 
consecrated religious we fulfil ourselves as women when we fulfil our vocation which is to live 
the life of the perfection of charity, acting the transfigured Christ life as a woman. 

4) In professing our vow of chastity we said to Jesus Christ, I love you, I solemnly 
promise to love you in all things, to love exclusively You, to love You as inclusive of all 
humanity. 

In this context of the call of our vocation as consecrated women we can say that 
femininity is our birthright. It may either be sold for a bowl of pottage or be claimed and shared 
with others. Romans 8 reminds each us that we are predestined, known, called, justified, and 
glorified as a unique and unrepeatable woman. Thus femininity is both a cause and a result of 
a woman’s vocation to be spouse of the Lord.*? Femininity is also a means and an end of a 
woman’s vocation to spiritual maternity and it serves as an eschatological sign of the life of the 


Church, Bride of the Spirit, at the end of time in glory.* 
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May we pray together in thanksgiving for our vocation and in hope of its fruition: "Come 

Lord Jesus." With Your grace and Your love I hope to perfectly fulfill my vocation through 
living my vow of chastity acting in charity until I become what I have vowed. Come Lord Jesus 
and release the genius of our femininity in spiritual maternity through the particular charism of 


our Institute. 


Sr. Mary Prudence Allen, RSM 

Council of Major Superiors of Women Religious 

National Assembly on the Evangelical Counsel of Chastity 
October 11, 1997 

St. Louis, Missouri 
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34. As consecrated celibates, women can give their mind totally to the Lord’s affairs, in service, 
in being sent to serve others according to the charism of our institutes. Femininity is the means 
because it is the way women do things, the way women enter into dialogue, the way women 
love, the way women foster growth in others. It is also the end of the consecrated woman’s 
vocation, because through it she comes to fulfilment by pouring forth the fruits of the love she 
has been given, by giving herself totally to others in imitation of Jesus Christ. 


John Paul II (Karol Wojtyla) 


The Acting Person and Sex Differentiation: 
Theological Aspects 


A WOMAN A PERSON A MAN 


Adam- solitary- created in image 
and likeness of God as soul/body 
unity with intellect and will and 

in union with God 


Masculinity in Adam is the male 
way of being a bodily 
incarnation of the image of God 


Adam- falls asleep and wakes up 
male ‘is’ and female ‘issah’ 


Femininity in Eve is the female 
way of being a bodily incarnation 
of the image of God 


The mystery of the masculinity 
of the man is fulfilled through is 
generative paternity 


Man and woman are 
complementary ways of being a 

person- called into a communion 
of persons in likeness to the Holy 
Trinity 


The mystery of the femininity of 
the woman is fulfilled through 
her generative maternity 


After the fall, the man blames 
the woman, feels shame, and 
hides himself. He tends to 
dominate the woman and works 
with toil. 


In the fall the union between God 
and humanity, and man and 
woman, and human beings and 
the world are ruptured. 


After the fall, the woman blames 
the serpent, feels shame, and 
hides herself. Her unfulfilled 
desire is for her husband and she 
brings forth new life in pain. 


St. Joseph fulfills his masculine 
paternity by adopting Jesus 
Christ as his son. 


The Incarnation of the Redeemer 
Jesus Christ (True God and True 
Man) takes place through 
cooperation of the woman Mary 
with the action of the Holy Spirit 
according to the plan of the 
Eternal Father 


Mary, the new Eve, conccives in 
the mind with her gift of intellect 
and will and then in her body 
thus fulfilling her feminine 
maternity as the Mother of God. 


During Jesus’ public life the 
male apostles are called to go 

forth to preach the word of God 
and to offer the sacraments 


Jesus and Mary live a life of the 
evangelical counsels of poverty, 
chastity, and obedience 


During Jesus’ public life many 
women respond to Jesus ina - 
feminine way by caring for him 
as a person 


Male religious and Priestly 
celibacy are understood 
analogously to women religious 


The Spousal bond of consecrated 
chastity is a response of love to 
the gift of God’s love 


A woman religious offers the 
prime model of the spousal 
vocation to consecrated chastity 


This self-gift engages the intellect, 
will, emotions and total person in 
acts 


A consecrated woman’s 
femininity is fulfilled by her act 
of total self-gift, with undivided 
will, and complete affections to 
the Lord 


Th Secrnrenmtel Puts, 
prorcaliad 2 SidflaA 
oy (~~ yo“ aha oft 
4rpee a pelena Ho 

w hie Ww ener 


This self-gift is fertile when 
blessed by the Lord in spiritual 
generation 


A consecrated woman's 
femininity is fulfilled by the 
genius of her acts of spiritual 
maternity which comes from her 
union with the Lord 


PRIMARY PATERNITY OF GOD PARTICIPATED GENERATION OF A MAN 


A human father is 
generated 


Temporally begetting a child 
with the help of a woman 


God, the Father is 
Unbegotten 


Eternally begetting the Word 


Temporally begetting the Word made 
flesh with the Holy Spirit and the help of 
Mary 
First Principle and Origin 
(as Pure Spirit) 


First principle 
(as material origin) 
of Son and Holy Spirit of conception by fertilization 


Ontological Act of Love- Operation and Dependent acts of love- operation and 

Identity are the same identity are different 

Active self-giving love to another Active self giving love to another 
Active love which receives another Active love which receives another 


Created man in His Image as Pure A father’s identity can continue to be 
Spirit- with Divine Intellect and Divine developed through acts of intellect and 
Will- and living in a material world will expressed in the material world 


The same for fathers by adoption 


The same for fathers as Priests 


A father’s identity can continue to be 
developed through acts of love which 
build up the human community of 
persons ever more in the image and 
likeness of God 


Created male and female (and their 
generative issue) in the Image and 
Likeness of the Holy Trinity as a 
Communion of Divine Persons 


A man can participate in the glory of 
fatherhood to the extent that he shares in 
acts of paternal love 


Jesus Christ, the Perfect Image of God, 
the Father revealed the glory of Divine 
Paternity 


attitude towards 
women 


Hildegard’s Four Types of Men 


Type I 


tend to be 
unrestrained, 
course-mannered 


treat women like 
sex objects 


Type I 


balanced, happy, 
well-mannered 


honourabie and 
fruitful relations 
with women 


Type I Type IV 


weak in all 
respects 


very dangerous, no | weak, effeminate 
moderation 


mean or evil 
children 


indifferent 
towards women 


physically abusive 
of and hateful 
towards women 


Hildegard’s Four Types of Men 


Type I Type Type I Type IV 


blood fiery fiery and airy airy and black bile | weak in all 
respects 
colour of skin mixed red and 
Sa hue 


| fertility = lvey | moderate | 


hearty and hale very peek __ no sete —__ effeminate 
moderation 


tend to be mean or evil 
unrestrained, children 
course-mannered 


balanced, happy, 
well-mannered 


indifferent 
towards women 


physically abusive 
of and hateful 
towards women 


honourable and 
fruitful relations 
with women 


treat women like 
sex objects 


attitude towards 
women 


attitude towards 
‘women 


Hildegard’s Four Types of Men 


re I 


tend to be 
unrestrained, 
course-mannered 


treat women like 
sex objects 


balanced, happy, 
well-mannered 


honourable and 
fruitful relations 
wih women 


mean or evil 
children 


physically abusive 
of and hateful 
towards women 


towards women 


